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PART ONE









THE LIGHTHOUSE NIGHT



Arthur had been what, twelve years old. So this was, what, fourteen years ago. He had woken up, not knowing why, and had lain there in bed and listened out for whatever it was that had disturbed him. He had not long to wait.


Raised voices from downstairs: the words were unclear but the sentiments were not. Arthur’s room was dark but for the moonlight coming in through the thin blue curtains. He got out of bed and went to look out of the window. No point, really, in trying to sleep now.


The moon hung fat and the stars also appeared extravagant; the sea was alive with the joyous shimmer of reflected light. Arthur looked at the sea and it looked like the perfect medium for life. It looked absolutely ideal. What if to be in the sea were to exist in a kind of luminous weightlessness? It sounded quite perfect. Of course you would not be surrounded by that light, not really, but what if?


Arthur was almost ignoring the shouting from downstairs, but not really ignoring it well enough. He shifted his gaze from the sea to the lighthouse. The lighthouse had a green light. He dimly remembered the lighthouse once having a white light, as most lighthouses in films and TV programmes and illustrations did, but at some point – he couldn’t remember exactly when – the light of Whitehaven lighthouse had gone green. Sometimes, at night, Arthur liked to look at the lighthouse and lose himself in the rhythm of that light. It was not a very bright light, and there was no rotating beam extending from it. It did not flash suddenly; it was just a slow blinking. The light would subtly appear at the top of the red-and-white tower, and then disappear. A gleaming thing: less like a light and more like something green and precious that was reflecting some other light. Arthur liked the fact that it was green and that it was understated. He narrated the status of the light in his head: on-off-on-off-on-off-on-off. The words were stretched out in his head because the light was either on or off for what felt like a long time. A good three or four seconds, at least.


The front door slammed. Arthur tore his gaze away from the lighthouse and looked down at the floor. Some kind of continuous noise had suddenly stopped with that slamming. Then the front door opened again. He heard his dad calling from the doorway.


‘Rebecca!’


But Rebecca, his mum, did not respond. She was running away. Why would she be running away? She was running across the grass towards the cliffs and the sea. Arthur could see her now, dressed all in white – thick white pyjamas – hastening off. Harry, his dad, was out there too, although he was less prominent, wearing dark colours that did not stand out against the dark greens and browns of the scrubby ground. He wasn’t moving very quickly. He was shouting but he was not moving very quickly.


He was not moving quickly enough.


Arthur started trying to open the window but fumbled with the catch.


What had they been fighting about, anyway?


Arthur’s mum reached the cliffs and paused there. She turned back to look at Harry, who was now jerkily hopping and jumping towards her. He must not have had any shoes on. Arthur hammered on the window but neither parent looked up. He looked briefly at his mother standing there, luminous against the sea beyond; then, feeling some kind of desperate certainty about what was going to happen, he looked away. Looked at the lighthouse instead. From the corner of his eye he saw the shining figure of his mother slip away but, with some kind of world-shaking feat of mental strength, he concentrated on that flashing light instead. That on-off-on.





TRANSITION



The whale was young and injured. Something vicious and grasping and unseen had ensnared it from behind during its migration, squeezing it tightly in a tentacle grip. The young whale had only been released when its giant mother had turned back and ploughed into its attacker, mouth open wide, her pointed teeth tearing at squid flesh. Everything moved agonisingly slowly under water, though, and by the time the squid had let the young whale go, it already had several broken bones and ruptured internal organs. It spiralled downwards, keening, crying, singing in a doleful voice, its eyes swivelling to and fro, looking for its mother. It could see her floating up above, quite far away now, struggling as if herself in some creature’s grip. But it could not see any sign of the squid.


The young whale felt different now. The element in which it moved felt unfamiliar. This was not the ocean that it knew.


It was no longer swimming through an ocean at all, but it could not know that.


The whale was not aware of its mother any more. Still quite far below it, there stretched a seemingly endless plain of pink and yellow and white and red and green organic matter – tendrils and shells and matted, hair-like material. Above it there appeared to be some kind of strange, closed-in sky. It was a creamy colour – not the familiar deep blue of hundreds of metres of brine – and it seemed to throb with some kind of energy. The whale did not think in such terms, but the sky was vibrating so violently and at such speed that it looked like there were two skies, one laid beneath the other and flickering in and out of existence.


In the distance there was a cluster of purple lights.


The whale stopped moaning as it drifted, and not long after that it died.





A FANTASY AT THE LIGHTHOUSE



Arthur had experienced one of his lighthouse days. Not a day spent at the lighthouse; rather a day spent longing to be at the lighthouse. It was getting dark by the time he finally got down there after work, and after tea.


Increasingly, Arthur found himself alone. There were always traces of the fishermen, but the fishermen themselves tended to have left by the time he arrived. Of course it was not actually true that he was always alone at the lighthouse; it was just that he had started to become more and more aware of the solitude.


He leant across the wall from which the fishermen fished, avoiding the smear of fish guts. The sea was relatively smooth and still. Not still – it was never still – but relatively flat. Nearly still. Arthur looked all the way out to the horizon and thought it was a bit weird, actually, the way that there seemed none of the usual peaks and troughs.


He pressed his cheek to the sandstone of the wall and closed his eyes.


Arthur was woken by cold water falling on his face. He stood up and saw that it was now dark. It was not raining, as he had first thought, but sea water was spraying up from the other side of the wall. The surface of the ocean appeared to be more agitated than it had been earlier. It looked like there was a disturbance of some kind – like in a film when a submarine was surfacing. Arthur watched raptly, hoping that something huge and monstrous would emerge, something that just kept coming and kept coming, more and more of it, some kind of shiny black tentacle, or a mass of shiny black tentacles … Or some kind of huge, blind, bulbous whale-like creature, grotesque in its enormity, pale-skinned and moaning, mouth open wide, the whole creature straining against its skin, somehow rising from the water even still, more and more of its flesh being revealed as the brine ran slickly back down the body of the beast, whatever it was, back into the liquid mass of the sea itself. Some kind of saucer-eyed, seal-faced titan with a blank expression and a gigantic mouth hanging open, an endless flood of water streaming from between its teeth as it rose up over Whitehaven, taller than the lighthouse, taller than any lighthouse, bigger than any building. Like Godzilla but just standing there, no apparent desire to destroy, no apparent anger, just a fucking horrible blankness, a terrible apathy, like this thing had just woken up and just wished it was dead.


Arthur looked out over the sea – now black under the night sky – and thought of a planet he had read about in the science bit of the newspaper. This was a planet that had been discovered outside our solar system, using a network of telescopes trained on a not-too-distant star. A water planet. One three times as large as the Earth and made almost entirely of water; a colossal spherical ocean wrapped around a ball of rock. That ocean was over fifteen thousand kilometres deep, which was a detail Arthur had not been able to forget. Fifteen thousand kilometres of water heading straight down. Fifteen metres seemed deep enough, to be honest. If you knew that the water beneath you was fifteen metres deep, that was enough to make you feel small; that was enough to make you feel like there was some serious depth below you. But fifteen thousand kilometres? That didn’t really bear thinking about. Arthur thought about it quite a lot, though.


The same planet was believed to have a thick atmosphere that rendered it permanently dark. There was no visible light from the sun reaching that ocean. It was hot, being seventy-five times closer to its sun than the Earth was to our sun, and yet the ocean remained liquid because of the weight of the atmosphere. So the water could reach nearly three hundred degrees Celsius and still not evaporate.


Theoretically there could be islands floating on this planet. Not made of rock or soil, but a kind of ice formed after it was subjected to phenomenal atmospheric pressures. Crystalline structures forced into existence through the compaction of water.


When they got a chance, they would turn the Hubble Space Telescope on to this planet in order to analyse its atmosphere. They would look for oxygen: something that only exists on Earth because of the presence of life there. Oxygen in the atmosphere of the water world would indicate the presence of life there, too, which would not be as impossible as it might sound, given the way weird creatures thrived around volcanic vents at the bottom of the sea on Earth. And what kind of life might exist in an ocean fifteen thousand kilometres deep?


Imagining this planet with its heaving, bottomless ocean, an impossibly hot ocean, an ocean totally enveloped in darkness, orbiting a red dwarf star – a dying star – felt very sad and eerie. It was an eerie sadness that Arthur could enjoy, though. He liked to imagine himself swimming through those black waters, somehow immune to – but not unaware of – the hideous temperatures. In these fantasies, the sky would flash red or white as unearthly storms tore open the heavy clouds, and barbed threads of lightning skittered across the peaks of the mountainous waves.


He imagined the whales, or their equivalent, that might live in those depths. These creatures would be blind and they would also be gargantuan. They would be pale and they would have strange skin able to deal with the heat and the pressure. They might have some kind of rigid exoskeleton. Maybe those creatures would be more insect than mammal, or God knows what else. It probably wasn’t even possible, though. The planet probably didn’t even exist. How could anybody really know? Still, he often imagined himself swimming – flailing – across the surface of that orb, and waiting for something alive to brush against his feet.


He now imagined something alive, one of those monsters from that planet, rising directly up out of the sea in front of him, somehow here with him, somehow in the water just by virtue of being from other water, as if all water were somehow connected; as if the oceanic depths of one planet were connected to the oceanic depths of another.


The sea off the shore of Whitehaven would boil and the creature would thrash its way up above the surface and halfway on to the land and, without even knowing it, it would knock the lighthouse down.





ARTHUR AND HARRY



The next day, Arthur sat at the desk with his head in his hands, because it was somehow the most comfortable position. The chair he occupied was old and broken. His posture would be ruined for ever. He should do something about it. He grimaced as one of the recorded voices rattling out of his earpiece grew louder and angrier. He felt like he wasn’t physically big enough to deal with the anger he was listening to. He wanted to expand and break and flow across his desk, until he was pressed into all the corners. He wanted to fill the small, perfectly square ‘pod’ with himself, with just his body. Completely. He wanted to be bigger, and he wanted to be made out of water.


The pod was not a real room, but a space partitioned off by walls that were actually more like windows. Each wall was made out of two large sheets of very strong glass with a blind fitted between them. These blinds could be lowered so that whatever happened inside the pod remained hidden. The walls only went halfway up to the ceiling, though, so the pod was never entirely private. Conversations could be overheard. The pod was one of many lining one wall of the call centre in which Arthur worked. He could hear the general murmur of hundreds of people talking on telephones on the other side of the glass, the insect buzz of typing, the hum of all those computers. He could smell dust and hot plastic.


Arthur had lowered the blinds of the pod he occupied, so he could now feel alone. His back was hunched. His longish black hair flopped down in front of his face. He wore black trousers secured high about the waist by a belt in which he’d punched new holes with a corkscrew, and a white shirt with a red tie. The trousers were too big for him. His mum always used to say he was too thin.


The angry voice that he was listening to had momentarily stopped shouting, and a second voice was now audible as it apologised. The second voice was weak, and its owner stammered.


‘I’m … I’m sorry, Mr McCormick. I’m very, very sorry. Um … before I look into that, I just need to … um. Can … can I just ask, do you have a mobile number that, um, or any other … any other contact number that I could, um, take? Please?’


Arthur squeezed his eyes shut. He heard a sharp intake of breath from Mr McCormick.


‘No!’ shouted Mr McCormick. ‘No, you cannot! You … you bloody people, you’ll know more about me than I do myself!’ His voice grew louder and Arthur could picture the spittle flying from his lips and sticking to the telephone receiver gripped in his fleshy hand. ‘I’ve got a heart condition! I’m not a well man! And you … you won’t even try to help me! It’s bloody disgusting! I’m ill, I am! And you just keep asking questions!’


‘I … I’m sorry, Mr McCormick.’


‘Yeah, well, I’m sorry too. Sorry I’m not talking to somebody who knows what they’re doing!’


‘If—’


‘Just forget about it! Don’t even bother! All this nonsense’ll kill me! Bloody idiots!’


Arthur heard Mr McCormick slam the phone down forcefully, missing the cradle, then swearing, before righting his error with the understated click of a call being disconnected. He bit his lip. The second voice continued.


‘Mr … Mr McCormick? Are you there? Hello? Oh.’


That second voice – that weak, stammering sound that worried and fussed into one end of the dead telephone line – was the voice of Arthur’s father, Harry, one of the many customer advisers working at the call centre.


Arthur stopped the recording and was about to close down the Random Call Recorder computer program when the door into the pod swung open. It banged into one of the glass walls with enough force to send a sharp cracking sound bouncing around the small, square space. Arthur spun around on his chair, his eyes and mouth wide open.


‘Arthur,’ said the pale, stocky man standing in the doorway. ‘What are you still doing here?’ He looked at his watch. ‘You finished half an hour ago!’


‘Yeah,’ said Arthur. ‘Yeah … Hi, Bracket. I was just catching up. Marking a few more calls. I don’t want to claim overtime. Don’t worry about it.’


‘I wasn’t,’ said Bracket. He had a cracked kind of voice that always sounded tired.


‘OK,’ said Arthur.


‘You all right?’


‘Yeah,’ said Arthur, shutting down the computer. ‘I’m fine.’


‘Good.’


Bracket stood awkwardly in the doorway for a moment. He had short, bristly grey hair and dark blue rings under his eyes. His shirt was creased and the sleeves were rolled up to the elbows. He wore a chunky watch that looked expensive but, Arthur reckoned, probably wasn’t. Bracket held a small stack of paper in one hand as he chewed on his lower lip. He was Arthur’s team manager, Arthur being on the Quality Assurance Team.


‘Arthur,’ Bracket continued at last. ‘There’s been some news. We’re delivering team briefings, so I’m trying to round up all of the QPs who’re still here. I wasn’t expecting to find you but, well, seeing as you are still here, you’d better come too.’


‘OK,’ said Arthur.


‘You’re not in a rush to get home, are you?’ asked Bracket.


‘No,’ said Arthur.


The QPs were the Quality Police, which was how Bracket referred to the Quality Assurance Team. It was his little joke.


‘Then you’d best get yourself to the scrum sofas,’ said Bracket. ‘That’s where the others are. Have you seen Tiffany anywhere?’


‘No,’ said Arthur. ‘I haven’t seen anybody since I finished. I’ve just been in here all the time.’


‘I’ll meet you over there,’ said Bracket, ‘once I’ve found Tiffany. That woman, I don’t know.’


He turned and left the pod, shaking his head and muttering under his breath.


Arthur waited a few seconds longer, so that he would not have to walk alongside Bracket, then picked up his coat and made his way out on to the main floor of the call centre. This place always felt somehow green to him, but not in a healthy, fresh way – it was the sickly green of swallowed frustration, of exhausted arguments, of boredom, of well-thumbed £5 notes. This was probably partly because the carpet was green, reflected Arthur, but there was more to it than that.


The scrum sofas were beneath a long window on the opposite side of the room to the pods. Most of the QPs were already seated there. With his coat draped over his shoulder, Arthur threaded his way between semi-circular huddles of desks, each one assigned to a different team. When he finally reached the bright blue sofas, he put his coat down next to a boy called Dean, and then stood by the window and looked out over the sea towards Whitehaven lighthouse. The sea was a bitter grey colour and looked violently rough. Waves threw themselves high against the wall of the far harbour, which rose about six metres above the water at that point, and then crashed over the top of it. The spume rose even as high as the top of the lighthouse, which itself stood on the harbour wall, and a never-ending wind whipped it up into the sky, in bright white specks that stood out starkly against the glowering black clouds.


‘Right then!’ came Bracket’s voice from behind him. ‘Looks like we’re all here now. Arthur, come and sit down. Is everybody actually here? Yes? Good.’


Arthur turned from the window and sat down next to Dean, in the spot where he’d left his coat. He saw that Bracket had found Tiffany. She was now squeezing on to one of the sofas, pushing everybody else along.


‘Ooh, sorry I’m late,’ said Tiffany. ‘I didn’t know! I didn’t know there was a meeting!’


‘Short notice,’ said Bracket.


‘I was just on the bog,’ said Tiffany. ‘Caught unawares, I was. But a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do!’


‘Tiffany,’ continued Bracket, and he looked at her hard.


‘Sorry,’ said Tiffany. ‘Sorry, you know what I’m like with my mouth.’


Tiffany usually wore the strangest combinations of clothes. She made them all herself, and they were always covered with geometric patterns in strange, dysentery-hued colours. They were like the clothes that Arthur imagined older women used to wear in the seventies. She had long hair that might never have been washed or combed for as long as it had grown on her head. Her teeth were mostly black with rot, but her gums were a bright electric pink. All the younger girls said she was a witch, partly because of the way she looked and partly because she herself claimed to be a medium.


‘I have to read this verbatim,’ announced Bracket, holding up the thick document he was carrying, ‘and I also have to give you each a copy of the brief. This is so that everybody working here receives exactly the same message as everybody else. Do you understand?’


‘Yeah,’ said somebody, quietly. Everybody else nodded half-heartedly. Arthur noticed that Diane, an empty-eyed girl on the team, was texting somebody while using her notebook to hide the fact from Bracket.


‘That means that you will all take away these handouts,’ said Bracket. ‘You will recognise the importance of the message they deliver and keep hold of it, partly to refer to in your own spare time and partly to demonstrate your interest in the workings of this corporation, this workplace, and your employer.’


‘Is this part of the brief?’ asked Dean.


‘No,’ replied Bracket. ‘Here, Dean, you distribute these.’ He handed the stack of paper to Dean, who stood to receive it and then shuffled around the sofas, with his back slightly hunched. Dean had a significant overbite and bad skin, and he smiled genuinely at the rest of the team as he passed them their individual copies of the brief. His short brown hair had been shaped into greasy spikes with the help of some sort of gel. Once he’d finished, he turned to Bracket.


‘Thank you,’ he said.


‘That’s OK,’ said Bracket, his forehead creasing slightly. ‘OK then, at last. The brief is starting. I am beginning now. I am reading from the briefing note, so please listen.


‘“It is with great sadness that I have gathered you here to inform you of some recent events. As you may be aware, certain contractual renegotiations have been ongoing between Outsourcing Unlimited and the parent company, Interext, with regard to the Northern Water contract. For three years now, Outsourcing Unlimited have provided Northern Water with an excellent customer-management service from the Whitehaven contact centre, and both Interext and Northern Water would like to express their unreserved gratitude to both the centre and all of the hardworking staff employed there.”’


Arthur’s eyes strayed once more to the window, and the elemental turmoil beyond it. Storms were not unusual in this part of the country, but they were invariably spectacular. He was gratified to see that the weather showed no sign of improving and, if anything, was growing increasingly lively. He could hear the entire roof of the building groaning. Maybe, with luck, it would be whipped away or there would be some catastrophic power failure that meant the place had to close down. Arthur fantasised about this kind of occurrence frequently.


‘“However,”’ continued Bracket, ‘“despite their best efforts, Outsourcing Unlimited have failed in one of their contractual obligations. This is of great regret to all concerned, but particularly to Northern Water, who have no other option but to terminate their contract with Outsourcing Unlimited.”’


One of the older team members, Johnny, looked alarmed at that. He had been in the navy once upon a time, and sported a thick, grey handlebar moustache and tattoos all over his wrinkled hands. He now widened his bright blue eyes in a way that Arthur found over-dramatic, as if it were a deliberate action and not simply a reaction to what he had heard.


‘‘This means that, as of the first of October, the arrangement between Outsourcing Unlimited and Northern Water will come to an end. Employees based at the Whitehaven contact centre will no longer be working for Outsourcing Unlimited. Instead, Interext are moving the operation inhouse and will be your employer from that date on. This is the end result of several months of intense negotiations and renegotiations with Northern Water, whereby Interext have been granted the contract only on the basis that they will satisfy the contractual obligation that Outsourcing Unlimited previously failed to honour. That is, Interext have guaranteed that they will achieve the revenue targets set by Northern Water, and Interext will bring their unrivalled resources into play in order to do so.’’


That didn’t sound good. Arthur thought about his dad’s paltry cash-collection figures.


‘‘If those revenue targets are not met, Northern Water will face serious difficulty in continuing to provide the northern counties with the level of service we are committed to providing. As you will all appreciate, the delivery of fresh clean water, on demand, and the removal and treatment of waste water, also on demand, are basic measures of a civilised society. We are fully committed to this task, and we are sure that all of you share that commitment.”’


Arthur frowned at ‘civilised society’.


‘“The first major change will be the replacement of your current section manager, Jessica Stoats, by a senior Interext director – Mr Artemis Black. Mr Black will be joining you all at Whitehaven on the first of October. Thank you for listening.”’


Bracket looked up at his team. They were looking around them as if they’d just woken up.


‘Is that it?’ said Diane, who was chewing some fruit-flavoured gum very loudly. Arthur could smell it distinctly from where he sat.


‘Yes,’ said Bracket, ‘that’s it.’


‘Does this mean we’ll be getting sacked?’


‘No,’ said Bracket. ‘Erm …’ He looked at the brief again, and then back to Diane. ‘No,’ he repeated.


‘Good, good,’ she said, standing up, and then everybody else was standing up too.


‘Hang on,’ said Bracket. ‘Hang on! Nobody got any questions?’


‘What’s Interext?’ asked Dean.


‘It’s the parent company of Outsourcing Unlimited,’ answered Bracket, uncertainly.


‘What’s a parent company?’ asked Diane.


‘It’s a company that owns another company,’ said Bracket.


‘Have you ever heard of Interext?’ asked Arthur.


‘Well,’ said Bracket, shrugging. ‘I must have. I mean, I don’t really remember, but yes.’


‘Jessica Stoat’s that big lass up on t’pedestal?’ asked Johnny.


‘She’s the manager of this whole operation,’ said Bracket, ‘so you should know who she is.’


‘Aye, well,’ said Johnny. ‘Is she that big lass up on t’pedestal?’


‘She sits on the command centre, yes,’ said Bracket.


‘Then I do know who she is!’ Johnny sat up, straightening his back, his moustache bouncing up and down as he worked his mouth in exasperation.


‘The important thing is that she’s leaving,’ said Bracket. He looked over at the command centre, which was a raised circular platform right in the middle of the room. Jessica wasn’t there today, but usually her unseemly bulk could be seen firmly settled in behind one of the three desks overlooking the workspace.


‘But we’re not getting sacked?’ asked Diane again.


‘No,’ said Bracket. He put the document down and clapped his hands together. ‘Now. Before everybody rushes off to their desks – and I know you’re all desperate to get back to work – don’t forget our company values! Just because we’re going to be working for somebody else doesn’t mean we can’t stick to the same values we work to at the moment: faith, positivity, loyalty and team!’


Nobody said anything. Heavy rain suddenly swept past the window, battering the glass. All around them the call centre continued to vibrate.


‘Team isn’t a value,’ said Arthur. ‘A team is a thing. It’s not a value. Just a thing.’


‘Don’t be smart.’


‘I’m not,’ said Arthur. ‘It just doesn’t make sense.’


‘Look,’ said Bracket, pointing at Arthur. He opened his mouth but didn’t say anything. Instead his shoulders sagged and he lowered his arm. ‘You get the idea, anyway,’ he sighed. ‘Now go on, all of you.’


The team dispersed, drifting away from the sofas, everybody but Arthur weaving their way in amongst the maze of desks. Arthur gravitated towards the window. He still held his briefing note in his hand. Everybody else had left theirs on the sofas. Diane had left her chewing gum there as well.


‘Hey!’ said Bracket, but not loudly, because you shouldn’t speak or shout too loudly in case of disrupting phone calls. ‘Come back and get your briefing notes!’


Nobody heard him or, if they did, they pretended not to. He turned to Arthur. ‘Honestly,’ said Bracket, ‘this is big news. This is important. And it’s as if they really don’t give a shit.’


Arthur studied him silently. Why was Bracket saying this to him? Did Bracket think that he, Arthur, gave a shit either? He looked down at the briefing note in his hand.


‘We need more people like you here,’ said Bracket, slowly moving around and picking up all of the discarded notes. ‘Properly committed. Less kids just after their drinking money.’


‘Right,’ said Arthur, thinking ‘fewer, not less’. ‘Well, I’m going to go now.’


‘Yeah,’ said Bracket. ‘Get yourself home.’


Arthur jogged down the steps leading to the foyer. Sometimes he would take a pack of printer paper from the stock of boxes that were, for some reason, stored beneath the staircase. Not for himself, for Bony. But this time the security guard was not too busy to notice him, so he left it.


It had stopped raining, but the clouds were still heavy and full-looking. The air was like some sort of glass: everything looked crystal clear and all the colours were sharp and intense. He turned around and looked up at the massive white bulk of the call centre. The revolving doors were like a vertical mouth. Like some strange, intricate sea-creature mouth, both beaky and mechanical. He shook his head, took a few steps backwards, then turned and walked down North Shore Road towards the town’s harbour. The wind was still strong. The air smelled salty.


On the left-hand side of the road was a huge supermarket with the obligatory car park. Beyond was the small train station. To the right was a new red-brick, barn-like building which had a small-scale replica of a ship’s prow mounted above its giant doors, together with the words ‘WHITEHAVEN SHIPYARD’ spelled out in silver lettering. The ship’s prow was made of cast-iron and it looked like a trophy – like the head of something that had been hunted down and killed.


Due to the bad weather, the harbour was not as busy as usual. Even the geese were huddled together against the buildings, instead of marauding thuggishly around like they did when the sun was out. Arthur turned right off the road, by the sculpture representing a shoal of fish that swam ever upwards in a spiral of verdigris, and set off along the harbour walk. He staggered like a drunk as the wind pushed him this way and that, and his hair blew out horizontally, first in one direction and then another. He kept his eyes focused downwards so that he didn’t step in any of the goose shit or dog muck that littered the way. Although, thanks to the rain, whatever shit he did see looked quite vibrant and appealing, like big blobs of green and brown oil paint. And stopping to lean over the railings, which he did frequently, the water looked opaque and deeply coloured, like enamel. It was mildly rippled, but no doubt there were larger waves to be seen beyond the harbour walls. Filthy, rusted fishing boats floated beneath him, but the strange quality of the atmosphere meant he could trick himself into seeing them as resting on the top of something solid. Something restless maybe, but solid all the same.


Arthur continued along the harbour, past the big pink buildings that had once been warehouses and were now flats. He walked on past the pubs and the restaurants. The wind made him feel as if he were stripped to the waist. He headed towards the hill at the far end of the harbour. Walking past the empty shell of the derelict hotel, he took the steps up the hill two or three at a time. At the top he came to the housing estate on which he lived with his father. The sky resembled a thin, greenish membrane, through which heavy black clouds were trying to force their way.


Arthur opened the back door and the first thing he saw was his father’s pair of spectacles left on the kitchen worktop, surrounded by crumbs and baked beans. The kitchen was a mess. Hearing his father’s voice from the front room, Arthur paused and listened.


‘But I don’t want to do the shopping,’ his father, Harry, was insisting. ‘I mean, I’ll do it if you really want me to, but I’m no good at it. You can go in there and keep a hold of whatever you need, but I get all in a flap. You think because you can do it, everybody else can do it, but I can’t do it.’


Arthur listened for a response. There was nothing. Just a moment’s silence. Then Harry continued.


‘It’s like I keep saying, Rebecca. We’re all good at different things, that’s all. Please, Rebecca—’


Harry stopped as Arthur opened the door into the front room.


‘Who are you talking to, Dad?’ asked Arthur.


‘Your mother,’ said Harry.


‘Mum’s not here,’ said Arthur. ‘I can see that she’s not here.’


‘I was talking on the telephone,’ said Harry. ‘That’s the magic of the telephone. They don’t have to be here at all.’


‘Dad,’ began Arthur.


‘I know you don’t believe me,’ said Harry. ‘I know you don’t believe me, son. I’m not asking you to. Just – let me talk to her.’


‘OK,’ said Arthur, after a moment.


Harry was a small man, painfully thin, and he lived in a navy-blue fleece. His pointed face was red and flaky, his hair was grey and greasy, flecked with dandruff, and he always smelled faintly of old raw meat.


‘Do … do you want some tea?’ he asked, then he gave a little smile. ‘I had beans on toast. I can make you some beans on toast if you like. I saved half the tin.’


‘Go on, then,’ said Arthur. ‘I’ll just go up and get changed.’


Later on, as Harry sat on the edge of the old grey sofa and shouted out the answers to University Challenge, Arthur went upstairs to use the toilet. The light on the landing was dim. The carpet was green and cheap and badly fitted. The walls were a dirty cream colour. Arthur stood there for a moment and listened to his father’s voice carrying upstairs from the front room. Harry got most of the answers right when it came to University Challenge. It seemed that watching it was one of the highlights of his father’s week. Second only to karaoke night in the Vine, maybe.


It was a shame, Arthur thought, that his father was not as good at his job as he was at University Challenge.


Arthur eventually went into the bathroom. There was no window there, so he couldn’t see anything much at first, but he couldn’t really bear that so he tugged the light-switch cord. He urinated into the toilet bowl, fixing his eyes on the cistern. As he washed his hands, he noticed something move, out of the corner of his eye. He turned to look at it but couldn’t see straight away what it was.


The walls above and around the bath were covered with small white tiles. The bath itself, despite Arthur’s best efforts, was a little stained. He leant over it to look more closely at the wall. Something had definitely moved. A lot of the grout was rotten or missing, and it was into one of the black holes left by some missing grout that Arthur now peered. There was something in there.


He wasn’t sure that it was what he had originally seen, but he could certainly see it now. It looked as if a small part of the remaining grout was somehow alive and wriggling. He shuddered involuntarily as he watched the soft, tiny piece of darkness squirm its way out from between the tiles and drop, silently, into the heavy glass soap dish that had once been his mother’s. He saw then that it was a short black worm, maybe no more than a centimetre long. There was one already in the soap dish. That must have been what he’d spotted from the corner of his eye – the first worm falling. Together they made up an ‘=’ symbol in the soap sludge.


Arthur’s face twisted as he examined them. Then he tore off some toilet paper and rolled it into a ball, before using it to squash the two worms. Gathering them up with it, he flushed the toilet paper away. Arthur shuddered again as he washed his hands, and then he left the bathroom, turning off the light as he went.


The soap dish that had been his mother’s was heavy because it was so thick. It was made out of blue glass, with a shallow cavity at the top to hold the soap in place. Inside the glass itself were lots of tiny mirrored squares that caught the light and reflected each other, or whatever else was there.





THE OMINOUS PASSENGER



Bony turned off his Walkman – he had been listening to whalesong – and put on his hi-vis jacket before jogging down the steps to close the level-crossing gates. He could smell cow muck and hear the cows themselves in the distance. Maybe, if he stood completely still, he could also hear the sea. And he could just about hear the train if he put his mind to it.


He closed one of the gates – the one on the far side of the line from his signalman’s hut – and then stood between the rails and looked southwards, which was the direction from which the train approached. The level crossing was at about the halfway point of a particularly long stretch of straight track, and Bony stared all the way to the vanishing point of the rails. Beyond that rose the humped blue shadow of middle-distance mountains. If he were to turn around, he would be able to see the rails passing beneath a bridge and then disappearing towards the horizon that way too. The sky was growing dark, turning purple. The sky was big here in Drigg. There was nothing getting in the way of it.


The sound of the train was now definitely audible – a low, rhythmic rumble that sounded warm to Bony, warm and reassuring – although the train itself was not yet in sight. There were no cars or people around. There never were at this time of day.


Bony lay on his side across the tracks, facing south, with his ear to one of the rails. It was vibrating and he held his head up slightly, so that the vibrations didn’t rattle his skull. He longed to lie face down along one of the tracks, and let the humming metal bring him to orgasm. The only reason he didn’t was that somebody might catch him there and guess at his motivation. He didn’t want anybody thinking that he was some sort of pervert. So he contented himself with lying there on his side just for a short while, while trying to enjoy the sensation. Normally he did. Normally it inspired a sense of belonging that he found difficult to explain: a sense of companionship emanating from the ground itself. This time, though, there was a spiky violence to the oscillations that was entirely unpleasant. It was almost like being run over by a ghost train, he thought. It is almost like there is a ghost train here with me.


Slightly unnerved, he got up after a moment and returned to the western side of the tracks, closed the second gate of the level crossing and ascended the steps to his hut. The train would still be passing through Ravenglass, so he had some time yet. He opened the door and did twenty pull-ups on the top edge of the doorframe. As he lowered himself the last time, he saw the light of the train had now appeared at the end of the straight. ‘Well done, Bony,’ he said.


It was getting dark now. Up above, the sky was a purplish black with a couple of big bright stars, but over the sea, to the west, it was still a pale blue. In that direction there lay nothing but fields and sand dunes and then the beach and the sea, with a few sheep scattered over both grassland and dunes.


Bony watched the train get steadily nearer. The Cumbrian coastal line was not a busy route, and the trains running up and down it were old and slow, so, as ever, the thing seemed to be taking an age to arrive. Being so small, Drigg was a request-only stop, so Bony didn’t know if this train would even stop. For some reason he hoped it wouldn’t. He chewed the fingernails of his left hand absent-mindedly, running the right hand over his shorn skull. Something about this particular train was making him feel sick; he had known there was something wrong with it from the vibrations. It was moving with an agonising sluggishness, and he wanted it to be gone. He just wanted the train to have passed through, so he could open up the level crossing and then get back to his pull-ups, his press-ups, his National Geographic magazine.


He tapped his foot frantically, noticing that it had got dark very quickly. His hut looked on to the track at such an angle that he could now see all the train’s lit-up windows, appearing as orange squares with rounde corners. He turned away then, because he didn’t want to see inside. Instead, he picked up the telephone and rang the conductor of the approaching locomotive.


‘Hello?’ said the conductor in response.


‘All right,’ said Bony. ‘It’s Bony.’


‘All right, marra,’ said the conductor.


‘You stopping?’


‘No, not tonight,’ said the conductor. ‘Gotta go slow, though. Some bugger’s reported a cow on t’line just past Seascale.’


‘Oh, right.’


‘You OK?’


‘Yeah, good. Thanks.’


Bony hung up. A cow on the line? He should have received a call about that. They’d probably tried to call him while he’d been speaking to his mother. He kept telling her: ‘Don’t call me at work. It’s very important that the phone line is always kept free. It’s very important. Don’t call me at work.’ But she didn’t seem to understand. He looked back out of the window: the train had slowed to a crawl. It was only fair, of course; you didn’t have to be going that fast to burst a cow. It was typical, though. The one and only time a train feels somehow sinister, and a fucking cow appears, as if by magic, to slow it down.


Bony continued gazing out of the window and noticed the last of the light had drained away during that brief phone call. And there, right opposite him, but a little bit lower, was a train window, through which a passenger stared up at him. All sound slowly stopped.


Looking slightly too big to be human, the passenger was squeezed tightly into his seat, his knees pressing against the one in front. He was wearing a black suit with an open-necked white shirt. His huge, long head was perfectly bald and unusually pointed. His eyes were dark and deep, overshadowed by a pair of thick, heavy eyebrows that swept upwards like the feathers above an owl’s eyes. His actual eyes, in fact, were just about invisible – all Bony could see of them were twin points of light. His nose was sharp and pointed. He had a neatly trimmed black goatee, and his lips were thin. His skin looked naturally tanned and, even though he sat folded up into a train seat too small for him, he gave an impression of physical fitness and coiled-up strength. Each of his hands could have encased Bony’s entire head, and on his fingers he wore thick gold rings.


Bony quickly scanned all the other windows of the train, but there didn’t appear to be any other passengers. He then stared back down at the massive man below him, whose mouth was now twisted in derision.


Stop looking at me, thought Bony. Stop looking at me, you terrifying bastard. But the deep glints that passed for the man’s eyes didn’t leave Bony’s face until the train had edged further along the track, and the windows finally shifted out of alignment.


Once the big man had passed from view, everything started moving more quickly. Bony opened the cabin door and watched the train recede to the north. It appeared black against the inky blue of the landscape and the luminous purple-blue of the sky. The orange windows still stood out clearly, as if they were the only lit-up things in the world. Bony became aware of the sound again. The sound of the train as it grew quieter. He stood in the doorway and watched.


Soon he felt totally alone once more, standing in the doorway watching nothing, and listening to the Drigg cows bellow and moan in the darkness of night.





ARTEMIS APPROACHES



The train’s conductor was young and fat and sweaty, and his badly shaved head was covered in small cuts and spots. Every now and again, he would dash up and down the train as if he had something important to do. Artemis couldn’t bear the sight of him, and wished he had a gun, even a knife, just to scare him. And why didn’t this stupid fucking train have a first-class carriage, anyway? And where was the shop? Where was the wi-fi? He would have waited for the fucking monkeys at the garage to fix his car if only he’d known he would end up stuck here in one of these crappy tin cans. Pitiful things. Small and slow and old.


He stood up to stretch his legs. The dome of his head bounced against the carriage roof as the train swayed, so he hunched his back a little. It wasn’t even as if there was anything of interest outside the window. Just the sea at night. He couldn’t believe they were sending him to this no-place: this empty coastline with its small, grim excuses for towns and villages, its miserable little houses, grey stony beaches, the cold grey ocean, and the weird, unintelligible people. If the ice caps actually melted and angry water swamped this bleak shithole of a place then it would be no real loss. There wasn’t even anybody else on the train, but then nobody in their right mind would come up here if they didn’t have to. Artemis shook his head at his reflection in the window. Out there on the sea shone an orange light. Some sort of boat? It shone at him through the reflection of his shadowed eyes.





AT HOME



‘I don’t want to talk,’ Bracket said. ‘I don’t want to talk about anything. I’m sorry. Just— I’m just going to go and sit down.’


He regretted saying that almost before he finished uttering the words. Isobel had been looking at him as if she were about to tell him something fantastic; a smile playing around the corners of her mouth, her eyes wide and bright with excitement. He hadn’t read her face until it was too late. He felt a coldness settle in his stomach as he turned to hang his coat up on the back of the kitchen door. When he turned back, she was still looking at him. She wore a long black cardigan over a shirt and some jeans, and around her the cluttered yet tidy kitchen was glowing orange. Her rust-coloured hair was tied back, but a halo of loose strands floated about her head.


Yorkie raised his old, tired dachshund face above the edge of the dog basket in a kind of lazy greeting, and then let it fall back on to the cushion with a humph.


‘I’ll make you a drink,’ said Isobel.


‘Thank you,’ said Bracket. ‘I’m sorry.’ He bit his lip and smiled to prevent himself from crying. ‘I, um … It’s just … I don’t know.’


Isobel stepped around the kitchen table, piled high with newspapers and unopened envelopes, and ran both her hands down his arms. ‘Go and sit down,’ she murmured, and kissed him on the cheek. ‘I’ll be through in a minute.’


Before finishing work, Bracket had checked his emails and read one that had been sent out to all of the managers on site. There had been an attachment – the new organogram. The word ‘organogram’ itself made him feel a kind of nausea. He had pinched the bridge of his nose, then opened the attachment and scanned the slick PowerPoint slides which presented the new management structure. He had grimaced at the headshots which illustrated it. His photo in particular was a poor one – he looked like a condom stuffed full of bread dough. As he had expected, virtually nothing in the structure had changed – not yet, anyway – except the face and the name appearing at the top of it. Jessica Stoats, with her pursed lips and huge false eyelashes, had been replaced by Artemis Black, with his gleaming bald skull and sneering mouth. His eyes oozed contempt even through the photograph, through the desktop monitor, and it had taken an effort of will for Bracket not to smash his clenched fist into the screen. He had kept a lid on it, though, as he was surrounded by customer advisers taking calls from customers. It was on his personal development plan to always remain positive in the workplace. In his last performance review, Jessica had spoken to him at length about what she called ‘the shadow of the leader’.


Now, though, sitting curled up on the sofa in his darkened living room, there was nobody to pretend for. At home he acknowledged the truth: he was a seam of coal being steadily mined. He was an ocean being emptied of fish. He was a field being slowly stripped of nutrients. He was giving everything away to people and things he felt nothing for. He had told Isobel that he didn’t want to talk, but actually words were queuing up inside him. She would understand, if he explained. I am thirty-six, he imagined himself saying. I am thirty-six and I spend the majority of my waking hours pretending to be interested in what’s going on around me. I pretend to like people. I pretend to care about what I’m doing. But everything I see and everything I hear and everything I have to do makes me angry. My anger is very deep and very distant. I keep it very deep and very distant. I am thirty-six years old and I hide myself. I hide myself so that I can keep my job. A job that I hate. I cannot explain how pathetic that makes me feel. If I keep myself hidden for much longer, I will disappear. I am thirty-six. I should not feel so pathetic. Nobody should feel pathetic. Nobody should feel as pathetic as I do. And now everything will change. The routines that have allowed me to survive will be broken. The surfaces that I skate over will collapse. The new site manager is coming, and he will expect things of me. He will expect more of me than I can bear to give. And I want to use myself for something good. I want to give you more of myself, Isobel, so I am going to leave. I know you’ll understand. I am going to write my letter of resignation tonight and hand it in tomorrow. It will be OK. It will be OK. Is it normal to be so angry and to be so far away?
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